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Music & the Birth of Modernity                            
The origins of the scholarly conversation on music are rooted in a biblical past. 
Seventeenth-century thinkers hypothesized an Edenic origin of music in which Adam 
sang praise for God in the garden and praised an ultimate unity of both science and 
art. Language was believed to have a divine origin, passed directly from God to Man, 
and music was a pure subject that was unified alongside it. However, after being cast 
out of the garden and after the Flood, music lost its original character and became a 
reflection of a past world, representing both a loss and stirring a desire for a 
perfection of a universal music. This view stems from the work of Pythagoras, who was 
a proponent of the theory of the “music of the spheres” that helps envision his perfect 
view of the universe being in harmony. Ironically, the vision of a heathen helped to 
cement Christian roots into the discourse of music.
The study of music, based on relations and proportions, is in a certain sense a 
mathematical study of perfection and humankind’s inability to grasp it. This can be 
seen in the work of the French theologian and mathematician Marin Mersenne, who 
calculated the 720 permutations of “Ut Re Mi Fa Sol La” (the successive notes of the 
scale) as a means of creating the perfect song, and framed this beneath a Christian 
dogma in his Harmonie universelle (1636-37). Fludd’s Utriusque cosmi historia (1617) 
presented a model in which the universe is represented as a musical instrument 
played by the world soul, called the cosmic monochord. Kepler’s Harmonices mundi 
(1619) and Kircher’s Musurgia universalis (1650) were also two important works that 
framed the universe in a musical context. Common among all of these are an attempt 
to merge the universe with musicality, a Pythagorean foundation that would soon be 
threatened by scientific advancement.
The search for the origins of music reached an epistemological shift towards 
empiricism around the turn of the century, as the search for an original, universal 
language shifted to an anthropological pursuit of the origins of sign and culture. In the 
search for an origin, two “origins” were formed: the Biblical origin before the flood, 
and a second secular origin hypothesizing the nature of the formation of society. This 
began with the work of Johann Mattheson’s Das Eröffnete Orchestre (1713), a work 
that never fully formed into a doctrine in itself due to its nature of taking down the 
opposing idea that music and the cosmos are aligned. His third work Das forschende 
Orchestre (1721) attacks the mathematical basis of music even further and takes a 
turn towards sensualism, suggesting that music is an honest pleasure and that the 
abstract theories of music that he was attacking were to simply be replaced by the act 
of pleasure from hearing music.
Mattheson is the harbinger of the discourse to follow. Although Rameau’s Traité de l’
harmonie (1722) ignored his claims and continue to pursue a mathematical basis for 
the function of music, it is in Mattheson where religion is first displaced and becomes 
an accessory to the study of music itself. This would soon dominate the intellectual 
conversations of the philosophes and becomes a point of departure from the rigid 
model established by Rameau.
Goethe was one of the first major figures to emerge in the 19th Century. Although he was not 
a musician himself, critics constantly refer to him as being “musical in nature” and hundreds 
of his poems were set to music. He positioned music as being inferior to poetry, while 
suggesting that “music is the true element, from which all poetry originates and all poetry 
returns.” This claim could be seen as vaguely Kantian in its separation of music from the 
other arts, but is a departure in that he still considers it an art. Another point of distance that 
Goethe took from Kant was in the fact that he didn’t believe that art had a moralizing 
element, insisting that the only two fields which could do so were philosophy and religion 
(although his publication of Rameau’s Nephew might be considered a contradiction of this – 
to what extent he actually believed philosophy could moralize a society is open to debate.) 
Goethe’s work attempted to challenge the Enlightenment notion that beautiful works of art 
held a purely objective quality to them, but rather contained subjective elements. Art is 
likened to an organic form that grows out of society as a combination of training and innate 
ability, rather than something that is purely objective.
It should come as no surprise that Goethe favored the Lied, a form of music that is set 
around a poem and is often referred to as “art song”. His love of lyricism brought him off to 
the countryside to write down the lyrics of folk music (a love of his from childhood,) in an 
attempt to find authenticity in the simpler, pastoral way of life. He believed that a song 
should have a text by its very nature, and reveals one of his more intriguing beliefs: while 
believing that music had a cosmic element to it (developed from his thoughts on the 
harmony of the spheres) that could draw people together, he also associated it not with an 
angelic quality but a demonic one. The poetic text of Goethe’s Lieder can be seen as a 
restraint to this element of music – it becomes the divine element that seeks to control the 
rawness of the music itself.
Despite the attempts of Mattheson to dissuade the public from rationalism towards 
sensualism, the mathematical argument in music would emerge through the work of the 
Enlightenment thinker/musical theorist Jean-Philippe Rameau. In his work, Rameau favors 
reason over experience. Rameau viewed music as a convergence of both science and art, 
and his studies reflect this. His work favored a mathematical approach to the study of music 
while aligning itself with philosophical models. Theorizing the corps sonore or the 
“fundamental bass” Rameau sought to find the root notes of chords, as vibrating systems 
frequently generate harmonic partials above the fundamental frequency. His work was 
considered for the time to be a revolutionary discovery, and both his career as a composer 
and his writings thrust him into fame. Another major and crucial component to his theory is 
that harmony lies at the center of aesthetic beauty. This is because he believes it is stemmed 
directly from nature – building off of Pythagoras’ theories, he uses science as a means to 
examine the nature of sound. It is from nature that the corps sonore emerges, and thus the 
harmony from a single vibrating body must be prioritized over the singular melody. 
Although he initially sought answers through the mathematical aspects of music, his 
philosophy soon began to encompass all aspects of life in an attempt to form a 
metanarrative that stemmed to the very basis of the universe. It is here where his 
work becomes fragile and open to attack, and marked the decline of his ideas. In 
attempting to replicate a Pythagorean model of the universe, he spread himself too 
thin, and his ideas became flimsy and romanticized. Also problematic was that, while 
the corps sonore served as a springboard for a great deal of musical theory to come 
afterwards, it was scientifically untrue. Considering that his principle concept was 
debunked, he is now celebrated more for the progress that he contributed towards 
musical theory rather than the work that he actually produced. The first major artistic response to Wagner was to be seen in the French Symbolists, a group 
of poets who sought to achieve what Wagner did in his music in their poetry. Wagner himself 
wrote that the artist of the future was to be a poet, but at the root of this poetry was the act 
of performance. Wagner’s theory of Gesamtkunstwerk, the ideal synthesis of arts, challenged 
the Symbolists and became a point of departure for Mallarmé, who respected his 
contributions to music but found his idea to be an oversimplification of the juxtaposition of 
arts.
The French Symbolist movement largely revolved around adapting the leitmotif into their 
work, and was later to be adopted by Thomas Mann, Virginia Woolf, Proust, and a host of 
other authors. Mallarmé is often seen as the pioneer of this field of poetry, who used the 
Wagnerian idea of the leitmotif in a way that made his poetry function more as a hypothesis 
to an event rather than a lineated series of images. In a metaphysical sense, in the absence 
of the Platonic Idea of the Good, he seeks to revive the Idea in his verse. In discarding the 
notion of history, he creates a virtuality of history in which he conjures a symbolic landscape. 
He doesn’t seek to create a poem that we can understand in a straightforward way but 
rather seeks to identify what lies at the root of the poem.
A major point of departure between Mallarmé and Wagner is in the deployment of language. 
For Wagner, language must provide an emotional immediacy, while Mallarmé locates 
meaning in in the imagination, giving his work an interrupted flow that can provide comedy, 
irony, or despair to a piece. In poetry, Mallarmé is able to address and cancel an image, 
while music has a much more difficult job in accomplishing this. Mallarmé’s collaborations 
with Debussy help explore the limitations that music and poetry impose upon one another – 
Debussy’s music attempts to imitate the fractured constellation of Mallarmé’s poetry so that 
neither art overshadows the other.
Leitmotif and Gesamtkunstwerk were not the only elements that were passed on to the 
Modernists. Wagner’s psychological themes, which are portrayed through his dialogue, 
helped establish the stream-of-consciousness style of writing, according to several scholars. 
Authors such as Virginia Woolf wrote at length about their indebtedness towards Wagner, 
while the text of Finnegans Wake has been seen as both an homage and a parody of Wagner 
(Joyce makes several Wagnerian puns throughout the incomprehensible text.)
Goethe’s role in bringing text to music was a dramatic shift in how music was understood, 
but his role on music as a whole still pales in comparison to that which Wagner had. In 
understanding Wagner, arguably the most important artistic figure of the 19th Century, one 
must understand his opinions on absolute music. Initially coined by Wagner himself, 
absolute music is a purely abstract form of music that is able to evoke emotional response 
through music. The best example of this can be seen in Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, in 
which ideas of freedom and humanity are expressed without lyrical content. According to 
Adorno (who wrote extensively on the relationship Wagner had with language) music 
contains a theological aspect: “What music says is a proposition at once distinct and 
concealed. Its idea is the form of the name of God. It is a demythologized prayer, freed from 
the magic of making anything happen, the human attempt, futile, as always, to name the 
name itself, not to communicate meanings.” But while music aims at intention-less language, 
it still functions under a logic, a musical set of rules that Rameau sought to understand and 
distinguish. Previous thought from Rousseau attempted to find the origin of language 
through subtractive methods, but this merely revealed the imitation of prelinguistic models 
rather than revealing anything about the nature of music. “Music suffers from its similarity 
to language and cannot escape from it. Hence, it cannot stop with the abstract negation of its 
similarity to language.”
Adorno argues that Wagner’s turn towards language in music signifies a metaphysical loss in 
what music is capable of expressing, instead relying on language and music in conjunction 
with one another. However, Adorno also argues that this turn allowed the idea of great 
music to continue past the 19th Century and lose its status as mere ornamental amusement. 
“Music suffers from its similarity to language and cannot escape from it. Hence, it cannot 
stop with the abstract negation of its similarity to language.” Rather than trying to subtract 
music to its most basic associations with language, Adorno ultimately argues that their 
association through Wagner reveals that their radical disassociation with one another have 
led the two to converge once again. In rejecting the universal values inherent in absolute 
music, Wagner’s music finds the ultimate unity of lyrical content and musical content.
The influence that Schopenhauer held on aesthetic theory is difficult to dispute. The status of 
the musician was likened to that of a priest, and the prevailing attitude towards music was 
elevated substantially. Not only did intellectuals such as Nietzsche take many of his theories 
and applied them in different ways, but he had sway over Wagner himself, who frequently 
wrote about how Schopenhauer had deeply changed his thought after multiple rereadings of 
his work. However, the actual influence Schopenhauer may have held over Wagner’s artistic 
process are more difficult to assess: although some scholars believe that Schopenhauerian 
themes can be seen in his operas both thematically and musicologically, critics such as 
Nietzsche have suggested that Wagner sees music as a means for conveying drama rather 
than in the Schopenhauerian means that he suggests. Nietzsche believes that music can 
never be a means for an end, and is far superior an art to the distractions inherent in opera.
Nietzsche’s metaphysics builds upon the idea of Schopenhauer’s will, but directs it from Will 
being mere wanting to the idea that the will to power lies at the essence of the universe. This 
is reflected in his writings on art. . In The Birth of Tragedy, one of his earliest works, he 
begins by establishing the notions of the Apollonian and the Dionysian. The Apollonian is a 
happy illusion, a form of art that focuses on the lines drawn between individuals, an anti-
barbaric structure that, when acted in art, provides aesthetic beauty. Apollonian art 
subtracts the horror of life with appearance, ultimately positioning itself as pessimistic in its 
inability to confront the nature of man. Dionysian art is far more extreme – defining itself in 
states of ecstasy, rapture, and frenzy, it functions as a sort of sensual intoxication that moves 
the body rather than just delighting the eyes. The Dionysian artist will “cling with rapt gaze to 
what still remains covered after such uncovering” and find magnificence in the terrible 
nature of art. Like Schopenhauer, Nietzsche argues that music is, in a sense, the language of 
this form of art, the language of the will, and diluted forms such as the lyrical content of 
opera subtract from the absolute quality that music has the potential for as a pure 
representation of the spirit, as seen in his critique on Wagner. Nietzsche further criticizes 
Kant for only seeing beauty in terms of the work of art itself, and faults him for associating 
only the spectator into the notion of beauty. 
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Rousseau’s most recent critic is Jacques Derrida. Using the basis of a logocentric 
Western tradition, Derrida suggests that Rousseau’s estimation of music being the 
purest form of the expression of the passions is simply derivative of a system that 
has always favored the spoken word over the written word. However, despite this, 
Derrida points out that in the act of engaging with the written word, Rousseau 
holds a paradoxical stance in which he is actively engaged with writing while 
favoring the spoken word. Furthermore, Derrida goes on to critique that Rousseau’
s task of attempting to find the origin of passion is a futile task, as even at its most 
basic component, passion is split between the passion of the self and the passion 
of the other. In attempting to find a root of all passion, that center will be 
constantly displaced, suggesting that the core of music is not filled with the origins 
of the universe but is rather a cavernous void.
Immanuel Kant was heavily influenced by the work of Rousseau, and used them to 
devise his own theories on the beautiful and the sublime in regards to an 
expanding theory of aesthetics. He structures our understanding of the world in 
terms of the objective and subjective, and frames these within an ethical structure. 
To put it in very simple terms, when we see something beautiful in nature and we 
are moved by it, we experience it in terms of the sublime. We want nothing out of 
it, and we see something greater outside of ourselves, which fights off our notions 
of egoism. However, as soon as we begin to want something out of beauty, our 
view becomes subjective and amoral, out for ourselves rather than focusing on a 
more objective stance on existence. Subjective views of nature cloud our ability to 
grasp the objective nature of the world – the sublime gives us a point of departure 
from this that has no reference to anything human, and allows us to view the 
world for what it is rather than what we make of it. Experiencing things as sublime 
allows us to form a more nuanced composite understanding of the world.
Schopenhauer is an important departure from Kant in that he attempts to critique the 
appearance of something versus the thing-in-itself by conceptualizing the Will. Schopenhauer 
believed that philosophy is the repetition of the world through extended contemplation, a 
repetition that reveals the dual nature of reality, i.e. the world that we experience and the 
world that exists outside of ourselves, the world of representation and the world of Will. Will 
is the psychological expression of our inner reality, and guides all things both organic and 
inorganic. Art, here, functions in a redemptive way that simultaneously envisions ideas and 
represents them, one that achieves “better cognition” or “better knowledge” – his rankings of 
art follows the same path, in that the ideal art, tragic drama, achieves the greatest 
complexity of ideas, and that the lowest art, architecture, is merely a encounter between the 
forces of weight and rigidity. Although art can function as a brief means of emancipation 
between the creative genius or the recipient of the art work, it only lasts for a few moments 
and liberation from the Will. The only paths to non-willing are through an awareness of 
identity being minute and insignificant, a sort of approach to life through terror/awe of the 
sublime, or through being broken by suffering. Essentially, in his worldview, Schopenhauer 
seeks a triumph over the world through a negation of the Will that can be achieved briefly 
through art and more comprehensively through asceticism.
Music takes an elevated stance above all of the other arts, in that it acts with a special 
“aesthetic effect” that allows it to speak with greater intensity and immediacy, is 
comprehensible to most, and its mimetic properties act outside of the normal laws of 
mimesis (not being mediated by the normal rules of representation but still continuing to 
represent) and becomes an immediate representation of the Will (although Schopenhauer 
readily admits that he cannot produce any proof of this) and that people must decide for 
themselves what effect the experience of music has on them (pointing back towards 
subjectivity in taste.) Music acts as a means of conveying the most basic root of emotions, a 
proto-individual representation of things, and is “a completely general language” that 
represents the essence of the world. This is represented most clearly to Schopenhauer in 
melody, but isn’t represented in lyrical content or the narrowing effects of harmony.
Rameau - Musical Theory & Harmony
Rousseau - Origins of Passion in Melody
The discourse that would form around Rameau and Rousseau is framed as being about the 
nature of music, but through their arguments we discover that they are really arguing about 
the nature of nature. The principle argument behind Rousseau’s views on music is that 
melody is the primary element of music, as opposed to harmony. Rousseau traces this by 
stating that it is “the origin of the passions” – melody is a single voice proclaiming notes that 
become song. In doing so, he establishes a genealogy of language and makes a distinction 
between north and south as being the origins of harmony and melody – in the south, where 
conditions are easier, a person, in need of expressing themselves, would say “love me!” 
signifying the origin of melody, whereas in the north, where survival is more difficult, a 
person would be more likely to say “help me!” signifying the origin of harmony (a place in 
which passions are suppressed and people must gather together.) The first notes sung, in 
Rousseau’s estimation, came from a single voice rather than from a multiplicity of voices.
The distinction between the arguments that each thinker takes is more nuanced than simply 
debating whether harmony or melody is more important. It seeks instead to question the 
limits of scientific theory, and questions the best way to pursue our own understanding of 
the human race. Rameau’s theory of music poses the art as being inseparable frwo parts of 
Rousseau’s theories must be traced to earlier writers. First,om science, and uses science as a 
means to understand music in a more comprehensive way. Rousseau, understanding that 
science itself is an invention, privileges the sensations above the universe – human 
experience triumphs above the nature of the universe because we cannot truly understand 
anything outside of us – the act of living is contained to the mind, first and foremost.
d’Alembert & Diderot - Moving Forward
Rousseau’s argument, based on an anthropological approach, essentially removed him from 
the scientific debate, and in his place sat d’Alembert, a scientist who was originally a 
proponent of Rameau’s theories. After writing what was essentially a stripped down and 
simplified version of Rameau’s debate, he started to favor Rousseau’s arguments. Rameau’s 
work essentially sought to derive al of the harmonies and rules of harmonic procedure in in 
eighteenth century tonal practice, and his theories were further justified as they came at an 
important transition in the scientific community that moves away from Cartesian 
metaphysics to a Newtonian experimental science. However, his metaphysical model for the 
universe threatened the credibility of his work.
In an effort to protect the underlying music theory, d’Alembert made a two-pronged attack 
on Rameau. On one hand, he speculated that Rameau was indulgent in his scientific 
speculation on how music gave pleasure to the listener, and on the other, he critiqued 
Rameau’s greater metanarrative that attempted to replicate his version of the “harmony of 
the spheres”.  While Rousseau critiqued the nature of reason itself, d’Alembert was more 
focused on critiquing on critiquing the limits of scientific theory, and preserving the best 
parts of Rameau’s theories when his ideas began to go off the deep end.
Diderot, on the other hand, was more concerned with the tensions of the subjective and the 
objective in the neo-Classical artistic experience. As chief editor of the Encyclopédie, he 
initially followed Rameau’s theories without ever stating that harmony was the sole source 
of expression and meaning in music. Diderot believed that the source of the location of 
artistic pleasure was in the act of imitation (a common notion among neo-Classicists) and 
that imitation could provide even greater pleasure than nature could ever provide. However, 
as his theories progressed and he pondered the link between beauty and proportional 
relationships, he turned away from Rameau, believing that the universe isn’t a mechanical 
structure but rather a dynamic, organic process in perpetual flux. “Art alone, by creating its 
own peculiarly human reality, enables man to triumph over disorder, to satisfy the deep 
emotional and intellectual need for order.” He believed that art must address disorder 
rather than order, and privileged the emotional content that art was able to address. Music, 
being the most emotive and violent of the arts, was conceived by Diderot to come from a 
place of passion, leading him to side more with Rousseau’s beliefs.
Immanuel Kant - Objectivity & Subjectivity
Derrida - Deconstructing the Discourse
Goethe and the Lied - Music, Text, Folk Art
Wagner and Adorno - Unity and Myth
Schopenhauer’s Aesthetics
Wagner’s Legacy in French Symbolism, &c.
Nietzsche’s Aesthetics
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